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Developing student questioning when problem solving: The role of 
sample student responses 
Sheila Evans and Malcolm Swan 
University of Nottingham, School of Education, UK, 
Sheila.Evans@Nottingham.ac.uk; Malcolm.Swan@Nottingham.ac.uk 
This paper describes intervention resources designed to provide opportunities for 
student self-regulation, with a particular focus on setting subgoals when problem 
solving. Each task includes a range of pre-written interrelated ³sample student 
UHVSRQVHV´ that expose students to multiple perspectives on an unstructured non-
routine problem. After students attempt the problem they are given the responses to 
collaboratively complete, critique and compare. We explore VWXGHQWV¶ FDSDFLty to 
DGRSWDQRWKHUSHUVRQ¶VWKHVDPSOHVWXGHQW¶VJRDOVLQRUGHUWRFRPSOHWHDVROXWLRQ
and their capacity, through the use of comparison, to identify worthy criteria when 
critiquing the completed solutions. We then reflect on how we can make subsequent 
improvements to the resources.   
Key words: Problem solving, comparing solutions, peer assessment. 
INTRODUCTION 
Many studies cite planning and monitoring as key discriminators for problem solving 
success (e.g. Schoenfeld, 1992; Carlson & Bloom, 2005). During the initial planning 
phase, the subgoals students set determine the mathematical and self-regulating 
strategies used. Novice problem solvers often set vague, unstructured goals or their 
goals are flawed (Juwah et al., 2004). They often use naïve, inefficient strategies 
(e.g. trial and error), rather than considering the more powerful methods at their 
disposal. They pursue unfruitful or inefficient lines of enquiry relentlessly, without 
stopping to consider alternative strategies (Schoenfeld, 1992). Furthermore, they 
remain uncertain of the criteria to judge the quality of their work (Bell et al. 1997), 
other than checking the correctness of the answer. In contrast, expert problem solvers 
spend time setting hierarchical goals (Schunk & Zimmerman, 2012), carefully 
monitor their progress against these goals, and persist in the face of obstacles 
(Schunk & Zimmerman, 2012). They routinely use these goals to step back and ask 
WKHPVHOYHVRUWKHLUSDUWQHUTXHVWLRQVVXFKDVµ:KHUHLVWKLVVWUDWHJ\JRLQJ"¶µ6KRXOG 
LWEHVRFRPSOLFDWHG"¶RUµ'RHVWKLVVROXWLRQPDNHVHQVH"¶HJ6FKRHQIHOG
Answers to which may prompt a change of direction in order to improve, for 
H[DPSOH WKHLU VROXWLRQ¶V DSSURSULDWHQHVV HOHJDQFH HIILFLHQF\ RU JHQHUDOL]DELOLW\
Furthermore, using subgoals makes progress visible, and their realization may 
sustain motivation to persist (Schunk, 2006). 
Empirical studies suggest that students might develop these self-regulating skills by 
critically reflecting on the work of others (e.g. Pintrich & Susho, 2002). In so doing,  
VWXGHQWV¶FULWHULDIRUVXFFHVVDUHPDGHYLVLEOHIRUVFUXWLQ\%ODFN	:LOODP
  
differences surface, and opportunities arise for students to reflect on, and adapt their 
success criteria to accommodate new values. Through a series of case studies Juwah 
et al. (2004) found that providing students with opportunities for peer (and self) 
assessment encouraged the identification of goals implicit in solutions and judgments 
about how these goals related to their own solutions to a problem.  
We have carefully designed resources intended to help students develop their self-
regulating skills. In these resources, students are asked to interpret, complete, 
compare and critique pre-SUHSDUHGKDQGZULWWHQ³VDPSOHVWXGHQWUHVSRQVHV´WRnon-
routine, unstructured problems. The responses are designed to simulate different 
ways students may solve a problem (Evans & Swan, 2014) and provide opportunities 
for students to use and reflect on the goals set by others. We begin by explaining the 
theory and method behind the design of these resources, then discuss how our 
intentions were interpreted in the classroom and detail the subsequent improvements.  
THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 
This study is rooted in a design research paradigm. Design research involves both the 
development of intervention resources and studying what happens when they are 
enacted in the classroom. Accordingly, the design process of iteratively designing, 
testing and revising a resource and the research process of conjecturing, collecting, 
analysing data and contributing to theory, occur simultaneously and in parallel. Thus 
the development of an intervention forms a symbiotic relationship with the 
development of the research. Within this flexible environment, both the intervention 
and the initial research questions or conjectures may be refined. This flexibility is 
particularly beneficial when the research base is thin and provides only limited 
guidance for the design of an intervention (McKenney & Reeves, 2012).  
The design of the resources emerges from the findings from a large design research 
project (Swan & Burkhardt, 2014) but with some distinguishing features. Namely, 
the pre-written sample student responses are all incomplete. Thus the context has 
EHHQ PDWKHPDWL]HG WKH VWXGHQWV¶ Wask is to complete the mathematics and 
communicate results. This design structure provides students with an opportunity to 
DVN WKHPVHOYHV TXHVWLRQV DERXW HDFK VDPSOH VWXGHQW¶V JRDOV 4XHVWLRQV VXFK DV
µ:KDWLVWKLVVWXGHQWGRLQJ"¶DQGµ:K\DUHWKH\GRLQJ WKDW"DQGµ:KDWVKRXOGWKH\
GRQH[W"¶7KLVDZDUHQHVVRIJRDOVVHWFDQSRVLWLYHO\LQIOXHQFHWKHLURZQSHUIRUPDQFH
when solving problems, promoting self-regulatory skills and productive goal-
directed action, engendering persistence in the face of obstacles (Schunk & 
Zimmerman, 2012). After completing solutions, students attempt to explicitly 
compare and connect them. To prevent students from simply comparing handwriting 
or checking for mistakes, responses were short, accessible and error-free (Evans & 
Swan, 2014).   
Comparing artifacts is routine practice in other disciplines. For example, English 
Language students may be asked to compare newspaper articles describing the same 
  
event. The literature suggest this practice, particularly if supported by a meaningful 
framework, focuses students attention on similarities and differences, and so 
facilitates the noticing of more features than if artifacts were viewed separately (e.g. 
Gamer, 1974; Chazan & Ball, 1999). Accordingly, in this study, students are asked to 
compare alternative approaches to non-routine unstructured mathematics problems. 
7KXV HQFRXUDJLQJ VWXGHQWV WR DVN WKHPVHOYHV TXHVWLRQV VXFK DV µ:KDW DUH WKH
GLIIHUHQFHV EHWZHHQ WKHVH WZR UHVSRQVHV"¶ µ+RZ GR WKHVH GLIIHUHQFHV EHQHILW RU
constrain the solutLRQ"¶ µ:K\GR[UDWKHU WKDQ\"¶%\HQFRXUDJLQJVWXGHQWV WRQRW
only to make sense of a solution but to make judgments about its quality, may shift 
their perspective from viewing solutions as a process, to viewing them as objects to 
be evaluated.  This shift can promote deeper understanding of the mathematics  
(Sfard, 1991).  
We know from the literature that transferring learning from one problem situation to 
another can be challenging as students often form highly concrete, context-specific, 
understandings of the solution (e.g. Gentener, 2003). This may be partially addressed 
by exposing students to multiple solutions, particularly if these solutions are 
compared rather than considered individually (e.g. Catrambone & Holyoak, 1989). 
%\FRPSDULQJVWXGHQWV¶Iocus on structural, often abstract, commonalities rather than 
idiosyncratic, situation-specific, surface features (Gentener, 2003). A study within 
mathematics education supports these findings. The study (Rittle-Johnson & Star, 
2007) likewise focused on transferring methods studied in one context to another. 
Students learnt to solve equations by either comparing alternative methods or by 
reflecting on each method separately. The students in the µcompare¶ group made 
greater gains in procedural knowledge and flexibility to solve routine problems in 
multiple ways and comparable gains in conceptual knowledge. Although the studies 
on comparing solutions did not involve unstructured, non-routine problems, (we 
could locate no studies of this kind) we conjecture that comparing solutions to these 
types of problems could help to improve students¶ µIOH[LELOLW\¶ZKHQ VROYLQJRWKHU
problems. Thus increasing their capacity to monitor their progress against interim 
goals as their solution is slowly created.  
METHOD 
The resources for each lesson include a task and a detailed teacher guide. Based on 
materials from a larger US project (Swan & Burkhardt, 2014), the interventions 
represent the initial phase in a design research cycle of the UK study. Feedback from 
this phase will inform the refinement of resources, methods used for data collection 
and analysis for the UK study. The intervention lesson described here was the first in 
a series of four taught to 30 students in a top (advanced) set Year 9 class in a UK 
secondary school. The students had little experience of working with unstructured 
problem solving tasks or sample student responses, however, the teacher had taught 
many such tasks 
  
Structure of the intervention lesson: 
 Students worked on the task in a prior lesson. This provided the teacher with 
insight into the ways students were understanding and representing the problem. 
 After the teacher briefly reintroduced the problem to the whole class, students 
worked first individually then in pairs, completing sample student responses.  
 Because students were not used to comparing responses, the teacher briefly 
explained, using a non-mathematical example, the benefits of making 
comparisons.  
 Students then glued the now completed responses to a poster and interpreted, 
completed and compared the solutions.  
 In a whole-class discussion students reviewed what they had learned.  
Figure 1 shows the problem used. Figure 2 shows the pre-written student responses. 
We carefully designed the responses to encourage students to make connections 





Bill wants to order new jerseys for his baseball team. 
He sees the following advertisements for two printing 
companies, µPRINT IT¶ and µTOP PRINT¶.  




Get your baseball jerseys printed  
with your own team names here.  
Only $21 per jersey. 
 TOP PRINT 
 
We will print your baseball jerseys - just 
supply us with your design. 
Pay a one-off setting up cost of $45; we 








Give Bill some advice on which company he should buy from.  
:KHQVKRXOGKHFKRRVHµ35,17,7¶":KHQVKRXOGKHFKRRVHµ72335,17¶"([SODLQ
your answer fully. 
Figure 1: The problem 




Figure 2: The three pieces of sample student work 
We summarised VWXGHQWV¶ LQGLYLGXDO DWWHPSWV WR VROYH WKH SUREOHP +RZHYHU WKH
prime source of data is the 15 student posters, each produced by 2 students. 
Throughout this paper, the ZRUGµVHW¶GHILQHs a group of assessment comments on 1 
poster about 1 response. The word µresponse¶ refers to WKH LQFRPSOHWH µVDPSOH
VWXGHQW¶ ZRUN DQG µsolution¶ refers to D UHDO VWXGHQW¶V DWWHPSW WR FRPSOHWH D
  
response. We used a grounded theory approach to assess the 45 sets of assessment 
comments made by the 15 pairs of students about the 3 responses. To interpret the 
comments we used 3 themes corresponding to the 3 tasks students undertook: how 
students completed; assessed and connected the sample student responses.  
SECTION 4: RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
When initially attempting to solve the problem one student used a graphical method 
DQG DQRWKHU DQ DOJHEUDLF PHWKRG 7KH UHVW RI WKH FODVV XVHG D IRUP RI µWULDO DQG
LPSURYHPHQW¶ 7KLV FRQFXUV ZLWK RXU HDUOLHU UHVHDUFK (YDQV 	 6ZDQ  WKDW
suggests students often prefer this method rather than, for instance an algebraic 
strategy. Trial and improvement can forge a way into the problem but the 
information available within answers are often limited. For instance, trends may not 
be revealed. Furthermore, most students failed to effectively communicate their 
DQVZHU WR µ%LOO¶ WKXV RYHUORRNLQJ WKH SXUSRVH RI WKHSUREOHP7KHVH UHVXOWV DJUHH
with the literature that suggests students often disconnect mathematical 
representation from the context of the problem and make little attempt to reconnect 
them (e.g. Friel, Curcio, & Bright, 2001). As trial and improvement was the 
commonly used strategy, students were to be exposed to two new approaches and a 
familiar one in the intervention lesson. 
How students completed the responses 
Table 1 summarises how pairs of students completed each response and attempted to 
DGYLVHµ%LOO¶HJµ7RS3ULQWLVFKHDSHUDIWHUMHUVH\V¶). 
  Did/did not attempt 
to advise Bill 
Dylan 
(Algebraic) 
4 pairs of students substituted n = 15 into the 
expressions 21n and 45 + 18n. Most of the remaining 
pairs substituted a combination of n = 14, n = 15 and n = 
16 into the expressions. Most did not explain their work.   
6 / 9 
Cath 
(Numerical) 
7 pairs of students figured out the prices of the jerseys 
when n = 14, n = 15 and n = 16. Others figured out 
between one and four prices. 9 pairs of students figured 
out the cross-over point, n = 15. Usually the existing 
table was extended to accommodate these figures. 
7 / 8 
Ezra 
(Graphical) 
All pairs of students successfully plotted a 2nd line on 
the graph. There was very little written work. 
8 / 7 
Table 1:  Summary of how students completed the sample student work.  
Despite (or possibly because of) most students figuring out the correct answer on 




Figure 3:  Response of two students  
These students understood the context, but responded in a superficial way, by finding 
something procedural to do. They followed the pattern in the first column, and used 
the procedures for calculating costs correctly, but did not engage in solving the 
SUREOHPXVLQJ&DWK¶VPHWKRG7KXVVWXGHQWVGLGQRWDWWHPSWWRXQGHUVWDQGDQGDGRSW
&DWK¶VJRDOV7KLVPD\EHGXHWRWKH teacher not fully explaining the purpose of the 
activity at this stage: once complete the solutions were to be critiqued and connected.  
&RQVRQDQWZLWKVWXGHQWV¶RULJLQDODWWHPSWVWRVROYHWKHSUREOHPWKHUHZDVDQRWDEOH
lack of attempts to interpret their solution in terms of the context (21 out of a 
SRVVLEOH2IWKHVHRQO\SDLUVH[SOLFLWO\DGYLVHµ%LOO¶ WKHUHPDLQLQJVLPSO\
explained what the solution showed). However, again not fully understanding the 
purpose of the activity may discourage students from providing all 3 answers (12 out 
of the 15 pairs of students did attempt to recontextualise at least one of their 
solutions). Students may assume they would simply be repeating themselves.  
How students assessed the responses 
RI WKHµVHWV¶of assessment comments suggested students were making direct 
FRPSDULVRQVEHWZHHQ WKH UHVSRQVHV)RU H[DPSOH FRPPHQWV VXFKDV µLW LV FOHDU WR
VHHWKHSDWWHUQ>(]UD¶VUHVSRQVH@FRPSDUHGWR'\ODQ¶V¶7KHUHZHUHQXPHURXVRWKHU
assessment comments that implied students were making comparison. For example 
RQH SDLU PDGH WKH WZR FRPPHQWV µRQO\ WDONHG DERXW RQH SDUWLFXODU YDOXH >'\ODQ¶V
UHVSRQVH@ DQG µVKRZHG WKH IXOO UDQJH RI UHVXOWV LQ D JUDSK >(]UD¶V UHVSRQVH@ 2XU
evidence suggests that most students were not simply considering the attributes of 
individual approaches to the problem, but were using comparison to draw out the 
relative advantages and disadvantages of each. Most students (33 of the 45 sets) were 
able to make at least two comparative comments on each UHVSRQVHDQGRQO\µVHWV¶
made totally positive or totally negative comments; indicating students were using a 
range of questions when assessing the work and did not feel compelled to declare 
one solution as WKH µFRUUHFW RQH¶ 7KLV EHKDYLRXU FRQWUDGLFWV Whe commonly held 
assumption that mathematical solutions always consist of one right response amongst 
a hazardous field of wrong ones. It appears that as students compared solutions, 
similarities, differences, advantages and disadvantages were revealed, discouraging 
WKHHPHUJHQFHRIDµEHVW¶VROXWLRQ We used 5 categories to investigate the nature of 
the assessment comments: 
x Assessments about clarity. These comments referred to the personal challenges 
RIXQGHUVWDQGLQJWKHUHVSRQVH(Jµ(DVLHVWWRXQGHUVWDQG¶ 
  
x Assessments about accessibility. These comments referred to the personal 
FKDOOHQJHVRIXVLQJWKHPHWKRG(Jµ&DWK¶VPHWKRGPD\WDNHDZKLOHWRGR¶ 
x Assessment about fitness for purpose7KHVHFRPPHQWVUHIHUUHGWRVWXGHQWV¶
assessment of the legitimacy of the response given the context of the problem. 
(JµKDUGWRILQGDQH[DFWSULFHELJVFDOHVRSUHWW\PXFKJXHVVZRUN¶ 
x Assessment about the incompleteness of the method. These comments arose 
despite students being asked to complete each solutiRQ(JµGRHVQ¶WDQVZHU
WKHTXHVWLRQ¶ 
x  Undefined assessment comments. These were comments we were unable to 
FDWHJRULVH(JµHDVLHVW¶ 
 
We then categorised all assessment comments into those expressing advantages and 
those expressing disadvantages. The results of the coding are given in Table 2: 
Assessment about: Algebra (Dylan)  Table (Cath)  Graph (Ezra)  Total 
clarity  3 (1,2) 5 (4,1) 1 (1,0) 9 (6,3) 
accessibility 7 (7, 0) 5 (0,5) 5 (1,4) 17 (8,9) 
fitness for purpose 11 (1,10) 16 (9,7) 30 (17,13) 57 (27,30) 
incompleteness of method  3 (0,3) 0 0 3 (0,3) 
Undefined 4 (3,1) 7 (5,2) 1 (0,1) 12 (5,3) 
Total 28 (12,16) 35 (18,15) 37 (19,18) 98 (49,49) 
Table 2: The numbers in brackets refer to the (advantages, disadvantages). 
A large proportion of assHVVPHQWFRPPHQWVGUHZRQDVWXGHQW¶VSHUVRQDOSHUVSHFWLYH
(9 + 17 = 26) rather than on whether or not the solution was fit for purpose. For 
example µ4XLWH FRPSOLFDWHG LI \RX GRQ¶W JHW LW¶ 7KLV ZDV XQVXUSULVLQJ :KDW
VWXGHQWV¶ QRWLFH LQ D VROXWLRQ DQG WKH questions they ask themselves about it are  
often influenced by past experience of mathematics classes. In a traditional concept-
focused classroom a problem is often used by the teacher to introduce a new 
technique, then students practise and illustrate the technique using similar problems; 
ZKDW%XUNKDUGWHWDO FDOOV µH[SRVLWLRQH[DPSOHVH[HUFLVHV¶ ,W IROORZV WKDW
students may assume, when critiquing solutions, their task is simply to decide if they 
understand it and if they could use the method to solve other problems. Accordingly, 
VWXGHQWVPD\DVNTXHVWLRQVVXFKDVµ'R,XQGHUVWDQGWKLVPHWKRG"¶RUµ'R,KDYHWKH
PDWKVQHHGHGWRXQGHUWDNHWKLVPHWKRG"¶RUµ:RXOGLWWDNHPHDORQJWLPHWRVROYHD
SUREOHP XVLQJ WKLV PHWKRG"¶ 7KHVH DUH OHJLWLPDWH questions, however they do not 
critique the mathematics used, nor the validity of the solution within the context. To 
GR WKLVVWXGHQWVQHHG WRDVNIXUWKHUTXHVWLRQV 4XHVWLRQVVXFKDV  µ,V WKLVPHWKRG
HIILFLHQWHOHJDQWJHQHUDOLVDEOH"¶DQGµ,VWKLVPHWKRGVXLWDEOHIRUWKHJLYHQFRQWH[W"¶
DQG µ,V WKH DQVZHU DSSURSULDWHO\ FRPPXQLFDWHG"¶ We were encouraged to note 57 




Now we will analyse the nature of these assessments. Rather than critiquing the 
graphical solution from a personal perspective (6), students clearly preferred to focus 
on the suitability of the graph within the context (30). The positive comments 
include: 7 on how the graph allowed them to easily see a trend, 4 on the wide range 
of costs, and 3 non-specific comments about the appearance of the graph (e.g. µHDV\
YLVXDOO\ WR VHH¶ 7KHUH ZHUH  QHJDWLYH FRPPHQWV DERXW WKH JUDSK¶V ODFN RI
DFFXUDF\GXHWRWKHVFDOHHJµKDUGWRILQGDQH[DFWSULFHELJVFDOHVRSUHWW\much 
JXHVVZRUN¶7KH WDEXODUPHWKRGGUHZFRPPHQWV DERXW WKH DSSURSULDWHQHVVRI
the solution, including positive comments about the accuracy of the costs (2), ease of 
comparing companies (3), and presentation of specific costs (2). Negative comments 
referred to the lack of a range of costs (2) and poor visual representation (2). 
Negative comments about the algebraic method referred to lack of values (4) and 
lack of detail about which company was cheaper (3).  Thus we can detect themes 
across all three solutions: the accuracy of the work, the range of values used, and the 
ease of comparing costs.  It is conceivable that these themes were instigated through 
the act of explicitly comparing solutions. For instance, an advantageous property 
noticed in one solution, may then be assessed in another.  
How students connected the responses  
0RVW FRPPHQWV DERXW KRZ VROXWLRQVZHUH OLQNHGZHUH JHQHULF)RU LQVWDQFH µ7KH
WZR VROXWLRQV ERWK XVHG WKH VDPH IRUPXOD¶ This concurs with research suggesting 
the need for instUXFWLRQDOSURPSWVWKDWGUDZVWXGHQWV¶DWWHQWLRQWRKRZPHWKRGVDre 
linked (e.g. Chazan & Ball, 1999). However, time was another important factor 
contributing to the quality and number of comments on how responses could be 
connected. Students simply did not have enough time to complete the task. 
CONCLUSION 
To effectively complete the responses students needed to adopt and use each sample 
VWXGHQW¶V JRDOV 7R HIIHFWLYHO\ FULWLTXH HDFK VROXWLRQ WKH\ QHHGHG WR UHFRJQLVH WKH
goal of the task (the comparison of the companies) and the role they were to adopt 
DGYLVHUV WR µ%LOO¶ 6WXGHQWV VWUXJJOHG ZLWK WKHVH DFWLYLWLHV )RU LQVWDQFH ZKHQ
completing responses students were able to follow algorithms, but sometimes failed 
to engage with their purpose, rendering insubstantial solutions. Furthermore many 
students failed to effectively communicate their results to the intended audience, 
µ%LOO¶ 7KHVH ILQGLQJV KLJKOLJKW WKH GLIILFXOWLHV VWXGHQWV KDYH UHFRQWH[WXDOLVLQJ WKH
mathematics both as they complete a solution and as they communicate the results. 




The findings do support the perspective that comparing properties of solutions to 
problems does indeed draw out the affordances and limitations of each but without 
compelling students to decide which one is correct. Students often critiqued 
solutions from a personal viewpoint, focusing on whether they understood the 
method and whether they would be able to use it again. However, many students did 
also critique the suitability of each sample student response within the context of the 
problem. This was particularly the case with the graphical response.  
Although we cannot make any generalisations beyond this classroom setting the 
findings from this study together with feedback from trials of other lessons will help 
shape a further iteration of all the resources. It is clear students need more support 
when undertaking these activities. For example, to help students complete the 
responses we will suggest teachers provide opportunities for students to reflect on 
WKHJRDOVµVWXGHQWV¶KDYHVHW)XUWKHUPRUHLIWHachers ensure students understand the 
purpose of this activity, then they may be motivated to not only complete the 
mathematics, but also interpret it in the context of the problem. In so doing, 
differences may emerge in information gained from each completed solution. This in 
turn may help students undertake the next activity, critiquing the solutions.  
We endeavour, through the resources and teacher instruction to further raise 
awareness of what gets noticed when critiquing, and whether what is noticed and 
critiqued is of relevance to the context. This may help students move from simply 
noticing features of the solutions from a personal perspective to noticing them from 
WKH SHUVSHFWLYH RI WKH FRQWH[W RI WKH WDVN ,Q WKLV FDVH WKH µVDPSOH VWXGHQW¶V¶ DQG
µ%LOO¶V¶SHUVSHFWLYH)RUH[DPSOH LWPD\UHTXLUH MXVWDVPDOOVKLIW LQSHUVSHFWLYHWR
PRYHIURPDVNLQJTXHVWLRQVVXFKDVµ+RZORQJZRXOGWKLVPHWKRGWDNHPHWRGR"¶WR
µ,V WKLVDQHIILFLHQWDQGHOHJDQWPHWKRG"¶:Halso plan to design follow-up task in 
which µ%LOOV¶JRDOV DUH VOLJKWO\ DOWHUHG6WXGHQWVZLOO QHHG WR WKLQNFDUHIXOO\DERXW
the criteria for success when planning a strategy and monitoring its progress as it 
unfolds on the paper or in discussion. We will continue to frame these student tasks 
within the activity of comparing solutions. We regard this as a successful design 
strategy.  
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